The Work of Studio Granda "Iceland is not scenic in the conventional European sense of the wordrather it is a landscape devoid of scenery. Its quality of hardness and permanence intercut v/\1\-i effervescent elements has a parallel in the work of Studio Granda/"
The campus of the Bifrost School of Business is situated in Nordurardalur Valley in West Iceland, about 60 miles North of the capital city of Reykjavik. Surrounded by mountains of various shapes and heights, the valley is noted for the beauty of its landscape. The campus is located at the edge of a vast lava field covered by gray moss and birch scrubs, w/ith colorful volcanic craters forming the background. The main road connecting the northern regions of Iceland with the Reykjavik area in the south passes adjacent to the site, and nearby is a salmon-fishing river with tourist attracting waterfalls.
The original building at Bifrost was designed as a restaurant and roadway hotel. It was built according to plans made in 1945 by architects Gisli Halldorsson and Sigvaldi Thordarson. The Federation of Icelandic Co-operatives (SIS) bought the property and the first phase of the hotel, the restaurant wing, was inaugurated in 1951. It functioned as a restaurant and community center of the Icelandic co-operative movement until 1955, when a decision was made to move the SIS business trade school there from Reykjavik. A two-story hotel wing with hotel rooms was completed that same year and used as a student dormitory in the winter. In 1958, a detached building was added at the rear of the complex, containing apartments for teachers and a gymnasium. The original Bifrost campus is a well-preserved example of 1950s Icelandic architecture, traditional in overall form but with influences from postwar modern architecture evident in plan and detail. An important architectural feature of the original buildings are massive retaining walls covered with black lava stone, framing the entrance loggia and garden terrace and connecting the buildings to the surrounding landscape. In sharp contrast with the dark color of the lava are the exterior walls m tones of white and yellow, roofs of corrugated steel painted in red, white window frames and panels of dark-brown wood veneer. This combination of materials and colors of the original architecture has become the hallmark of the place and has been respected in more recent buildings on campus.
In 1988. Bifrost became a specialized business school at the university level. Thanks to its progressive spirit and popularity of its educational programs, the institution has experienced massive growth in the last few years. In 2001, the authorities of the school invited three architectural offices to submit proposals for an extension to the original school building to house a lecture hall, administrative and faculty offices, and reception area. The addition was to be the first phase in a major development of the campus. After a careful assessment, all three architects were asked to submit revised proposals, whereupon the school board unanimously chose the project of Studio Granda for its innovative solution to the future expansion of the school.
Their proposal was also appreciated for being compact in scale, economical, and respectful of the existing buildings on campus.
The architecture firm Studio Granda was founded 1987 by Margret Hardardottir and Steve Christer to carry through the realization of their first-prize competition project for Reykjavik City Hall . Designed as the encounter of the urban order of the city and the "natural" order of the lake, the building broke away from traditional symbolic and typological notions of a town hall. Instead, it draws inspiration from places in Icelandic nature in material and detail, most notably in the entrance rock-wall covered with green moss with dripping water. The building celebrates and enhances the visitor's experience of various naturerelated phenomenon: the play of different surfaces of water that one is either passing through, beside, or above: reflected winter-daylight passing through at low angles; windows that frame fragmented views of the surroundings: a cafe-terrace that steps into the lake; and small ramps that allow ducks to pass on and off the paved edge of the lake.
In subsequent projects, Studio Granda has continued to work with elements of nature relocated in the city, from the lava-rock roof terrace at the Supreme Court of Iceland (1992) to the parking garage at Kringlan shopping center in Reykjavik (1998) , which was conceived more as a manmade landscape than as a building. In their statement of practice from 1993, Studio Granda defines architecture as the emotional substitute of landscape in the present-day urban environment:
Cities are built testimonies to man's will to move beyond the limitations of nature, they are purpose made machines to service ever increasing needs and expectations which cannot be provided by a bush or a rock.
Within this built environment architecture has become the new landscape, a datum against which everyday judgments are made. As the singular most powerful factor influencing the lives of city dwellers, architecture has become a synthetic substitute for the stability of, say, a mountain and in that role must provide humankind with an equivalent sense of security.B ifrost IS Studio Granda's first public project in Iceland located in a natural setting outside of the urban and suburban areas of Reykjavik. Their response to the situation indicates a different approach from previous work. Here the challenge was not to bring nature into the building but to create a dense, urban place of intense activity in the midst of a virgin landscape. The currently completed building is designed as the first phase in what is to be a new spine of buildings, planned to extend linearly in both directions behind the original building, which will retain its status as the representative face of the college. The future buildings will be linked by a hallway, with the rooms orientated towards open courtyards in between, each one a distinct color Besides making a direct connection between the previously detached school buildings, the new addition is intended to be the heart of the school, a place where all its activities are brought together. The building is compact in form and highly efficient in the use of space. Circulation spaces are low and intimate, with thoughtfully placed skylights giving a sense of place. The main feature of the interior is a double-height assembly room with sliding walls on one side and at the rear, offering a range of alternative spatial arrangements with adjacent spaces on both levels. The flexibility of this black-box type of room has many practical advantages over the conventional sloping auditorium with fixed seating. The room may be seen as a further development of Studio Granda's multi-purpose space in the renovation of the Reykjavik Art Museum (2000) , with its sophisticated system of barn door openings to the outside. In Bifrost, the architects were able to mould the shape of the assembly room at their own will, free from the orthogonal constraints of an existing building. When the projection screen of the lecture room is pulled up, a large picture window appears behind with a framed view into the virgin landscape. To the side, a small window down by the floor offers a view of nature on a different scale, contained and intimate. Next to the auditorium is the new main entrance to the school with reception and administrative offices adjacent. The work space is open and flexible, planned to accommodate future rearrangements in accordance to changing needs. On the floor above are faculty work spaces, meeting rooms and reading areas.
The exterior of the new building is modest in appearance, with white cubic forms blending in to the existing structures. One piece stands out. The exterior walls of the auditorium are clad with corrugated copper, marking the new entry from the road. On the other side of the building, facing West, is the former service yard, now being remodeled to take on the role of an academic quadrangle, with the main circulation spine of the school running parallel on one side. A small, box-like building (connected to and extending from the laundry block) marks another side of the space. Painted bright red on the inside, the box houses the school cafe and, at night, the local pub. Following the precedent of the Supreme Court in Reykjavik, the flat roofs at Bifrost are covered with slabs of lava.
The Bifrdst School of Business and the planning board of the local community have recently commissioned Studio Granda to develop a framework plan for the Bifrost campus and the surrounding area. The aim of the plan is to form a strategy for the future expansion of the school and seek innovative solutions on how urban development can take form in such a place, without sacrificing essential architectural and environmental qualities. The project raises challenging questions on how to create a pattern for urbanization in a natural setting, taking into account the particular visual characteristics of Icelandic landscape. The results could be interesting, since the question of visual and architectural relationship between built form and landscape in Iceland has not previously been addressed as directly in the early stages of the formation of a new settlement. Many issues need to be dealt with, like the inevitable danger of suburban sprawl, uncontrolled residential subdivisions on nearby land, and commercial strip development along the main road. With rapid increase in tourism, Icelanders are confronted with the question of how to accommodate new development and, at the same time, preserve the visual quality and uniqueness of their natural landscape. In that debate, the strategy of Studio Granda, that of viewing buildings as landscape and nature as part of the architect's palette of materials, carries an important message about the value of creative thinking in defining the relationship between natural and man-made and the possible role of architecture as a mediator between the opposing poles of conservation and development. The transformation of Bifrdst could become an example that proves that point and sets the standard.
Notes

